Factsheet Heidi Bucher:
1926, Winterthur, Switzerland — 1993, Brunnen, Switzerland

Heidi Bucher was a groundbreaking Swiss artist whose work explored the relationship
between the body, architecture, memory, and social structures. She is widely considered
one of the most influential European women artists of her generation and is best known
for her radical “skinnings”: sculptural impressions of rooms, architectural elements,
objects, and surfaces created primarily with latex, gauze, and mother-of-pearl pigment.

Through the physical act of covering and peeling architectural surfaces, Bucher
transformed spaces into fragile, skin-like sculptures. Her work addresses memory,
identity, transformation, and both private and collective histories.

BIOGRAPHY

1926
Born Adelheid Hildegard Muller on 23 February 1926 in Wlflingen, Winterthur,
Switzerland.

1944-1946

After completing secondary school in Winterthur and a two-year apprenticeship in
dressmaking, Heidi attended the fashion class at the School of Arts and Crafts in Zurich.
Her teachers included Johannes ltten and the renowned textile artist Elsie Giauque.
During this period, she also came into contact with Max Bill, with whom she maintained
a lifelong friendship. Her early artistic interests were closely connected to textiles,
fashion, drawing, and the relationship between body and material.

Late 1940s-1950s

After the Second World War, Heidi travels to London, where she works as an au pair and
creates her first collages. She subsequently spends time in Paris and Hamburg before
returning to Zurich, where she rents a studio at Schifflande in the Old Town. She works
primarily on graphic art and illustrations, including work for the Tages-Anzeiger.

In 1956, Heidi presents her work for the first time at Galerie d’Art Moderne Suzanne
Feigel in Basel, exhibiting her silk collages. That same year she travels to New York. Her
partner at the time, Hans Bolliger, who later worked for many years at Galerie Kornfeld
in Bern, introduces her to the gallerist J. B. Neumann. Heidi works at the World House
Galleries and later exhibits her silk collages there.

1960s
After returning to Zurich in 1960, Heidi meets the artist Carl Bucher, whom she later
marries. Their sons Indigo and Mayo are born in 1961 and 1963.

1969-1973 — Canada and the United States

In 1969, Heidi and Carl Bucher receive a grant to work abroad in Canada. The family
first travels to Montreal and then spends a year in Toronto. Following exhibitions and
artistic success in Canada, they continue to the United States, living and working in
California, including the Hollywood Hills and Santa Barbara.



During this experimental period, Heidi and Carl Bucher work on sculptures connecting
art, fashion and performance. In the early 1970s Heidi Bucher develops the Bodyshells:
large, wearable body sculptures made from foam material. Activated through movement
and performance, the works question conventional boundaries between body, sculpture,
art and clothing. In 1972, the Bodyshells are performed at the LACMA Los Angeles
County Museum of Art and at Venice Beach.

Inspired by the ocean, Heidi rediscovers mother-of-pearl as an artistic material. She had
been fascinated by shimmering and iridescent surfaces since childhood, from tiny shells
and insects to fish scales. Mother-of-pearl would become a recurring element in her later
work.

1970s — Zurich

After returning to Switzerland in the early 1970s, Heidi and Carl Bucher separate. Heidi
establishes her studio and living space in a former butcher’s shop on Weinbergstrasse in
Zurich. At its centre is the former cold-storage room, which she names the Borg.

Here, her earliest architectural skinnings and spatial objects emerge. She develops the
technique that becomes central to her artistic practice: covering surfaces with gauze and
layers of liquid latex often combined with mother-of-pearl pigment and pulling the dried
material away from the architecture. The resulting translucent, flexible skins preserve
traces of rooms, doors, walls, floors, windows, rooms and other architectural details. In
1977, she presents these works at Galerie Maeght in Zurich.

1978 — Gentlemen’s Study

After her mother Anna’s death, Heidi returns to her parental home in Wiilflingen,
Winterthur, where she carries out further skinnings. Among them is the celebrated
Gentlemen’s Study, alongside a number of smaller objects. The room had traditionally
been associated with the male members of the family. By physically removing its
surfaces, Heidi transforms the historically charged domestic space into a suspended,
mobile skin.

1980-1982 — Ancestral House

Bucher increasingly begins to retrace her own history, returning to places of personal
and biographical significance. In 1980-81, she works extensively with another house in
Winterthur closely connected to her family history, where her grandmother Frederike
once lived and which Bucher refers to as the Ancestral House. It becomes one of the
most extensive projects of her career, giving rise, among other works, to her
monumental floor skinnings. Bucher identifies the Borg, her parental home, and the
Ancestral House as key stages in the development of her architectural skinnings.

1980s — Expanding histories

Bucher increasingly expands her practice beyond private and autobiographical spaces.
Her skinnings encompass historically and socially charged architecture, including hotels,
villas and institutional spaces. Among these are the former Grande Albergo Brissago,
the Villa Bleuler in Zurich and the former Sanatorium Bellevue in Kreuzlingen.

1988 — Bellevue

In 1988, Bucher begins an extensive series of skinnings at the former Sanatorium
Bellevue in Kreuzlingen, shortly before its demolition. Founded in 1857 by Ludwig
Binswanger the Elder and directed by successive generations of the Binswanger family,



Bellevue became one of Europe’s most renowned private psychiatric clinics and an
important site in the development of modern psychiatry and psychotherapy.

Over the course of its history, Bellevue treated a remarkable range of figures from
European cultural and intellectual life, among them the artist Ernst Ludwig Kirchner,
the art historian Aby Warburg, and the dancer and choreographer Vaslav Nijinsky.
Under psychiatrist Ludwig Binswanger (1881-1966), the clinic also became associated
with new approaches to psychiatry and existential analysis; Binswanger maintained a
long intellectual and personal exchange with Sigmund Freud.

For Bucher, this historically and psychologically charged site became the setting for one
of her most significant architectural interventions. She skinned rooms and surfaces of
the former clinic, including the Audienzzimmer des Dr. Binswanger, engaging with the
traces of those who had inhabited the building and with histories of confinement,
authority, vulnerability, and care embedded within its walls.

The Bellevue project brought together many of the central concerns of Bucher’s work:
the body, memory, architecture, institutional power, and the transformation of spaces
carrying complex personal and collective histories. Bucher described herself as almost
magically drawn to objects and places destined to disappear.

Around the same period, she also worked at Villa Bleuler in Zurich, today home to SIK-
ISEA.

Late Work / Lanzarote, Canary Islands, Spain

Islands held a distinctly utopian significance for Bucher. Beginning with Mykonos and
later with Lanzarote, which became her second home and a place of extended stays,
she sought spaces removed from familiar social conventions, places of openness,
elemental experience, and the possibility of imagining life anew. The island became both
a real and an imaginary territory of freedom and transformation.

During her extended periods on Lanzarote, Bucher’s late work increasingly engaged
with nature, water, and organic forms, while continuing her exploration of transformation,
surface, and the body. The volcanic landscape and elemental character of the island
opened her practice toward a more direct dialogue with the natural world.

In 1990, Bucher is diagnosed with a tumour. She dies three years later, in 1993, in
Brunnen, Switzerland. Water, fluidity and transformation remained important sources of
inspiration in her work until the end of her life.

ARTISTIC PRACTICE
- Skinnings
- Heidi Bucher’s best-known works are her architectural skinnings.

- She applied liquid latex to architectural surfaces, reinforced it with gauze and
frequently incorporated mother-of-pearl pigment. Once dried, the material was
physically pulled away from the surface.

- This process recorded the architecture with remarkable precision: textures,
cracks, mouldings, traces of use and layers of history became embedded in the
latex.



- The resulting works are neither conventional casts nor reproductions of rooms.
They function as autonomous sculptural skins: flexible, translucent and often
suspended freely in space.

- The act of skinning was itself an essential part of Bucher’s practice. It was
performative, physical and often documented through photography and film.

Central Themes

Body and architecture
Architecture becomes an extension of the human body: rooms can be understood as
shells or skins.

Memory
Bucher’s latex surfaces retain physical traces of places and make histories materially
tangible.

Transformation and metamorphosis
The process of covering, detaching and transforming a surface becomes a metaphor for
change and liberation.

Private and collective histories
Beginning with spaces connected to her own biography, Bucher later turned toward
institutional and historically charged architecture.

Gender and power structures

Domestic interiors such as the Gentlemen’s Study reveal the social structures
embedded within architecture. Bucher’s work increasingly came to be understood in
relation to questions of gender, patriarchal structures and emancipation.

Presence and absence
The original room remains behind while its surface is removed. The resulting skin
simultaneously records a place and marks its absence.
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